A NEW FORM OF SCIENTIFIC CONGRESS
On the first month of 2018, one of the authors (VDC) of this preface had an interesting idea: to hold a virtual congress. At first, he did not know of the existence of this kind of congress, but a quick internet search showed him that there were some examples in the fields of medicine and veterinary medicine; however, it had never been done in palaeontology. For that reason, with the help of other co-workers from the Universitat de València, Museo Paleontológico de Alpuente and Museu Valencià d'Historia Natural, we decided to undertake this adventure.
The 1 st Palaeontological Virtual Congress (1 st PVC; Figure 1 ) was born as the natural consequence of the evolution of our surrounding world and the emergence of new technologies that allow for a wide range of communication possibilities.
Within this context, the 1 st PVC represented the first attempt in palaeontology to take advantage of this new situation, being the first international palaeontological congress developed in an exclusively virtual environment. One of our main goals for this project was to give an international platform to the palaeontological research carried out by groups with limited economic resources. This new format combines the benefits of traditional meetings (i.e., providing a forum for discussion, merchandising, guest lectures, "field trips", an abstract book, etc.) with the advantages and simplicity of online platforms. It has reached a high number of palaeontologists around the world. We know the difficulties that researchers from developing countries, independent researchers, or researchers without grants have to travel to different congresses. So, thanks to the volunteer work of the 2 organising committee we could provide a low registration fee, which would allow for the high number of participants in the congress.
Additionally, in a world progressively more concerned about carbon emissions, these types of congresses are an excellent idea to share our work without the contamination associated with traditional meetings (including traveling by plane, car, or train).
RESULTS

Participation
Despite the novelty of this project and the reservations of some palaeontologists, the 1 st PVC exceeded our expectations: 376 palaeontologists and palaeontology enthusiasts from 41 different nations and five continents were part of this initiative. It is important to highlight that there were numerous contributions from South America, Africa, the Middle East and Eastern Europe, realizing our main goal of a palaeontological congress without barriers. Around 150 specialists peerreviewed the quality of the 154 contributions reported in this edition.
Congress Format
The congress was organized as in any traditional congress: keynotes carried by recognized specialists, general sessions and workshops and "field trips". In charge of the keynotes were Dr. Alexander M. Dunhill, Dr. Emilia Jarochowska with one of her students, Niklas Hohman, and last, but not least, Dr. Lars W. van den Hoek Ostende.
The participants had three forms in which to present their work: a video presentation, where the speaker presented in voice for 15 minutes along with presentation slides; presentation slides, without speaking, but with more text on each slide; or a traditional poster.
As in any meeting, all the contributions have been published in the abstract book '1st Palaeontological Virtual Congress. Book of abstracts. Palaeontology in the virtual era' (Crespo et al., 2018) , that can be downloaded for free on our website.
Workshops
Palaeontology is a diverse discipline, which encompasses a variety of topics. The organising committee wanted to take advantage of this variety by allowing any palaeontologist to create their own workshop on their field of expertise. This idea had a very warm welcome, and 14 specific workshops and four general workshops were held on our virtual platform. These specific workshops were titled:
• Advances on conodont biostratigraphy, moderated by Pilar Navas-Parejo and R. Aaron Lara Peña from Estación Regional del Noroeste, Instituto de Geología, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (Mexico). • New insight about ambers: Mesozoic resin producers and productions, moderated by Eduardo Barrón The variety of workshops held during the congress provided all the participants a forum for the exchange of ideas and the opportunity to discuss the topic with specialists in that particular field.
Virtual Field Trips
The experimental nature of this congress allowed us to explore new forms of applying the benefits of the traditional meetings to a virtual world. For the 1 st PVC we realized two virtual "field trips", one in the natural history museum of the University of Valencia (Museu d'Història Natural de la Universitat de València) and the other in Mesozoic field localities and museum collections with dinosaurs and marine faunas from Alpuente (Valencia, Spain). These virtual field trips were 20-minute documentary films where an off-camera voice explained what the audience was viewing much like a guide in a classic field trip.
Special Issue
The other result of this congress was this special issue in Palaeontologia Electronica. When we planned the congress, we thought that this journal shared the same spirit. For this reason, we decided to make a special issue with the expanded abstracts that were presented in the congress. The works comprising this volume include a new skull of a giraffid from a classical site of Batallones (Spain) (Ríos and Morales, 2019) , a taphonomic study of abrasion by water on the bones of rodents (García-Morato et al., 2019) , and the study of a bipedal track using geometric morphometrics (Costa-Pérez et al., 2019) .
The Charitable Aims of the 1 st PVC
As we stated before, one of our principal achievements was to provide the possibility of global participation in an international scientific congress. Thanks to the simplicity of this new format, we could do it. The other new idea was the inexpensive registration. Usually this type of meeting in other fields has a registration fee of approximately 100 euros or more. However, thanks to the volunteer work of the organising committee we could charge a low registration fee (although we had some costs that prevented the lowest registration fee). In addition, at the end of the congress the proceeds from the sale of PVC merchandise were donated to Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontières).
The Future
This was the first edition of the Palaeontological Virtual Congress, but this will not the last. After the meeting, we wanted to know the impression the 4 congress had within the participants, so we made a survey to understand the experience of the congress participants. We asked them which aspects of the meeting they think will need to be improved in future editions. So, with their comments in mind, we are preparing new surprises and new forums in which participants can interact in the next congress that we are going to celebrate in May of 2020. We look forward to seeing you in the 2 nd PVC!
